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BY PAULA MCMILLEN
WHILE MANY COME TO LIBRARIANSHIP FROM OTHER CAREERS, I MADE MY THIRD MAJOR CAREER CHANGE TO THE PROFESSION AFTER A
SOMEWHAT ATYPICAL PROCESS. I MADE MYSELF THE SUBJECT OF A FORMAL ASSESSMENT PROCESS WHILE COMPLETING A CERTIFICATE PROGRAM
IN CAREER COUNSELING.
ONE OF THE FIRST THINGS WE LEARNED IN THE CAREER COUNSELING PROGRAM IS THAT MOST PEOPLE TAKE ESSENTIALLY AN OPPORTUNISTIC
PATH TO THEIR VARIOUS JOBS AND CAREERS, E.G., YOU KNOW SOMEONE WHO DOES SOMETHING THAT SOUNDS SORT OF INTERESTING, OR
SOMEONE KNOWS SOMEONE ELSE WHO NEEDS SOMEONE… IT’S OFTEN A VERY GENERIC PROCESS AND IS, IN FACT, WHY SO MANY PEOPLE END
UP DOING JOBS THAT ARE NOT A GOOD MATCH FOR THEIR TEMPERAMENT, INTERESTS, AND SKILLS. I QUICKLY REALIZED THAT I WAS ONE OF
THOSE PEOPLE WHO HAD MORE OR LESS STUMBLED INTO MY PREVIOUS CAREERS.
Accidental Careers
IN MY CASE, I BECAME A PSYCHOLOGIST BECAUSE FRIENDS OF MY PARENTS, WHO WERE PSYCHOLOGISTS, THOUGHT I WOULD BE GOOD AT IT.
SO, I ABANDONED MY ORIGINAL PLAN OF GETTING A PH.D. IN GERMAN AFTER FINISHING MY B.A. I TOOK A YEAR OF POST-GRADUATE
PSYCHOLOGY COURSES THAT ALLOWED ME TO COMPETE SUCCESSFULLY FOR A SLOT IN A PH.D. PROGRAM IN CLINICAL PSYCHOLOGY, AND I WAS
ON MY WAY.
SEVERAL YEARS INTO THAT CAREER, TRAUMATIC EVENTS IN MY PERSONAL LIFE SERVED AS THE CATALYST THAT BROUGHT ME TO THE REALIZATION
THAT I WAS NOT SUITED TO DEALING WITH OTHER PEOPLE’S PROBLEMS AS THE SOURCE OF MY INCOME. I FELT, AT THAT POINT, THAT I WANTED
TO DO SOMETHING AS DIFFERENT AS POSSIBLE — SO I GOT AN MBA. IT WAS CERTAINLY DIFFERENT IN SOME WAYS, BUT INEVITABLY LINKED
BACK TO MY FORMER COUNSELING LIFE. I USED THE MBA TO MOVE INTO THE HUMAN RESOURCES AREA, WORKING FOR A HEALTH
MAINTENANCE ORGANIZATION; I WAS ONCE AGAIN IN THE ROLE OF A HELPER. WHEN I BEGAN TO FEEL INTELLECTUALLY STIFLED, I STARTED
LOOKING AROUND AGAIN AND ENROLLED IN THE CERTIFICATE PROGRAM FOR CAREER DEVELOPMENT.
BY THIS TIME, THOSE NEAR AND DEAR TO ME WERE BEGINNING TO THINK I WAS GOING TO BE THE PROVERBIAL PERPETUAL STUDENT! I NEEDED
TO GET ORGANIZED AND MAKE SOME PURPOSEFUL DECISIONS.
Self Analysis
THE CAREER DEVELOPMENT PROGRAM INVOLVED LEARNING ABOUT THE WHOLE PERSON, THE WORLD OF WORK, AND THE INTERACTION BETWEEN
THE TWO. DOING A GOOD CAREER ASSESSMENT IS A MULTI-FACETED PROCESS, AND MANY WOULD ARGUE THAT IT SHOULD BE A LIFELONG ONE.
I DECIDED TO BE MY OWN GUINEA PIG.
TO ASSESS MYSELF, I USED A NUMBER OF STANDARDIZED PAPER AND PENCIL TOOLS, SUCH AS THE CAREER ABILITY PLACEMENT SURVEY, THE
COPS AND STRONG INTEREST INVENTORIES, THE CALIFORNIA PSYCHOLOGICAL INVENTORY, THE CAREER ASSESSMENT INVENTORY, AND
THE MYERS-BRIGGS TYPE INDICATOR. I ALSO WORKED WITH SEVERAL LESS FORMAL TOOLS SUCH AS PRIORITY CHARTS FROM What Color
is Your Parachute AND “DEPENDABLE STRENGTHS” WRITING EXERCISES. THESE ATTEMPT TO IDENTIFY YOUR TEMPERAMENT, INTERESTS,
VALUES, SKILLS, ETC., AND, IN SOME CASES, TO ALIGN THESE WITH PATTERNS TYPICAL OF CERTAIN OCCUPATIONS. IT WASN’T UNTIL I SAW THE
STRONG PROFILE WITH “LIBRARIAN” WAY OUT IN THE LEAD THAT I CONSIDERED IT AS A POSSIBLE CAREER CHOICE.
ONE SHOULD NEVER RELY ON A SINGLE MEASURE, AND SO IT WAS IMPORTANT THAT THE OTHER TOOLS WERE AT LEAST FAIRLY CONSISTENT. A
CONSISTENT NOTE IN MY CAREERS HAD BEEN TO BE A HELPER. I HAD ALWAYS NEEDED A LOT OF INTELLECTUAL STIMULATION AND MY AMBITIONS
LAY IN PERSONAL COMPETENCE. IT ALL SEEMED TO FIT. MIND YOU, I WAS NOT EXACTLY KEEN TO UNDERTAKE YET ANOTHER GRADUATE COURSE
OF STUDY AND SO I SET OUT TO DETERMINE WHETHER OR NOT THE MLS WAS REALLY A NECESSARY QUALIFICATION. THIS LEADS TO THE
SECOND MAJOR ASPECT OF THIS PROCESS, ASSESSING THE WORKPLACE.
Workplace Analysis
I READ JOB DESCRIPTIONS, EMPLOYMENT PROJECTIONS AND BIOGRAPHIES (E.G., IN THE Occupational Outlook Handbook),
GATHERED INFORMATION ABOUT REQUIREMENTS AND SALARIES FOR JOBS FROM CLASSIFIED ADS, AND TALKED TO PEOPLE ACTUALLY DOING
LIBRARY WORK. BY NETWORKING, I INTERVIEWED A REFERENCE LIBRARIAN IN A LARGE PUBLIC LIBRARY (A FRIEND’S MOTHER), A SPECIAL
LIBRARIAN (AT MY CURRENT EMPLOYER, AN HMO), AND TWO PEOPLE FROM A LARGE ACADEMIC LIBRARY IN CATALOGING AND AUTOMATION
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(NAMES PROVIDED BY THE WOMAN WHO CUT MY HAIR!). THIS PART OF THE PROCESS CONFIRMED THAT AN ADDITIONAL DEGREE IN LIBRARY
SCIENCE WAS PRETTY CRITICAL IN GAINING ACCESS TO THE KINDS OF JOBS I WANTED TO DO. IT ALSO CONFIRMED THAT THIS WAS A CAREER
PATH THAT WOULD BE A GOOD MATCH FOR ME.
THE DECISION MAKING WAS HARDLY OVER AT THAT POINT, BECAUSE IT WAS NOW OBVIOUS THAT THE GENERIC TERM “LIBRARIAN” COULD BE
TRANSLATED INTO A VARIETY OF ACTUAL JOB DUTIES AND SETTINGS. DURING MY MLIS PROGRAM, I EXPLORED THE VARIOUS WORK OF
TECHNICAL SERVICES AND REFERENCE, AS WELL AS PUBLIC, SPECIAL AND ACADEMIC LIBRARY SETTINGS. CONSISTENT WITH MY PAST CAREERS, I
GRAVITATED TOWARD THE MORE SERVICE-ORIENTED ROLE OF REFERENCE. CONSISTENT WITH MY LOVE OF CONTINUAL INTELLECTUAL CHALLENGE,
I GRAVITATED TOWARD THE WORLD OF ACADEMIC LIBRARIES.
AND HERE I AM, WORKING AS A REFERENCE LIBRARIAN IN A MID-SIZED RESEARCH UNIVERSITY. I CAN HONESTLY SAY, IT FEELS LIKE A GREAT
MATCH FOR ME; I REALLY LOVE MOST OF THE WORK I DO MOST OF THE TIME. AS I LEARNED IN THE CAREER COUNSELING PROGRAM: THAT’S
THE GOAL!
Change Is the Only Constant
WHAT WASN’T — AND PERHAPS COULDN’T BE — ANTICIPATED, WAS HOW DRAMATICALLY THE WORK OF LIBRARIANS WOULD CHANGE EVEN OVER
THE SHORT TWO AND A HALF YEARS THAT I TOOK TO COMPLETE MY DEGREE. THE DESCRIPTIONS OF LIBRARY WORK I READ IN MY INITIAL
DECISION-MAKING PROCESS SAID LITTLE ABOUT COMPUTERS, AND NOTHING ABOUT THE WORLD W IDE W EB. KNOWING HOW TO CREATE WEB
PAGES OR TEACH IN AN ELECTRONIC CLASSROOM BECAME DESIRED AND EXPECTED SKILLS PRACTICALLY OVERNIGHT. HOWEVER, THE ESSENCE OF
THE WORK REMAINS THE SAME, AND I CAN ADAPT TO THE MEDIUM. AS W ILLIAM BRIDGES, THE AUTHOR OF Transitions, SAID IN A
LECTURE I ATTENDED (I PARAPHRASE HERE): “IF YOU DON’T WANT TO CONTINUALLY CHANGE AND LEARN IN YOUR JOB, YOU WERE PROBABLY
BORN AT THE WRONG TIME.”
IF YOU DON’T WANT TO CHANGE AND LEARN, YOU CERTAINLY WOULDN’T WANT TO BE A LIBRARIAN! I RECOMMEND THIS ROAD OF SELF-
ASSESSMENT AND WORK EXPLORATION TO ANYONE CHOOSING OR MODIFYING A CAREER. WHAT I WOULD DO DIFFERENTLY IS TO INCLUDE
QUESTIONS AND READING ABOUT FUTURE TRENDS FOR THE PROFESSION IN MY INFORMATION GATHERING. IN TODAY’S WORLD OF WORK, THE
CONVENTIONAL WISDOM IS MORE TRUE THAN EVER… CHANGE IS THE ONLY CONSTANT.
PAULA MCMILLEN IS A SOCIAL SCIENCE REFERENCE LIBRARIAN AT OREGON STATE UNIVERSITY. AFTER GETTING HER MLIS — HER 4TH
GRADUATE DEGREE — HER FRIENDS GAVE HER A LICENSE PLATE HOLDER THAT SAID, “SHE WHO DIES WITH THE MOST DEGREES WINS!”
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